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Intertextuality and the Rabbinic Exegesis of Judges 11
In her book Subversive Sequels in the Bible, Judy Klitsner gives some interesting examples of 'how Biblical stories mine and undermine each other.'1 She is one spronk of many modern, primarily Jewish, scholars who have published studies about parallels and analogies within the Bible.2 According to Klitsner and others, this intertextual approach has much in common with ancient rabbinic exegesis.3 She relates it to some of the traditional exegetical rules, like number 17 of the 32 hermeneutical principles attributed to R. Eliezer ben R. Yossi Ha-Gelili: 'A text is not fully expounded in its place, but it is fully expounded in another.'4 Much quoted within this framework is a passage from Song of Songs Rabbah, 1:10:
Once as Ben ʿAzzai sat and expounded, the fire played round him. They went and told R. Akiba, saying, 'Sir, as Ben ʿAzzai sits and expounds, the fire is flashing round him.' He [R. Akiba] went to him and said to him: 'I hear that as you were expounding the fire flashed round you (…) Were you perhaps treating of the secrets of the Chariot?' 'No,' he replied, 'I was only linking up the words of the Torah with one another and then with the words of the prophets, and the prophets with the Writings, and the words rejoiced as when they were delivered from Sinai, and they were sweet as at their original utterance' .5
In the history of interpretation, the story of Jephthah's daughter has often been linked to the story of Abraham offering his son Isaac as a sacrifice (Gen 22) and it seems likely to assume that this is also the case in rabbinic tradition.6 A closer look at the sources, however, shows that in midrashic texts about Judges 11, a parallel between Jephthah and Abraham is not often noted.7 In this regard there is a remarkable contrast with Christian commentators.8 This holds especially true for the later rabbinic texts. In the earliest commentaries, of Josephus and Pseudo-Philo, we do find references to Genesis 22. In his retelling of the story, Josephus may have deliberately used the same word indicating that, like Isaac, Jephthah's daughter was the father's only child.9 Much more explicit is the parallel in Pseudo-Philo's Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum 40.2. In this retelling the daughter, who is named Seila, accepts her fate and even rebukes her father for his sadness: who is it that can be sorrowful in their death when they see the people delivered? Do you not remember that which was in the days of our fathers, when the father set his son for a burnt offering and he gainsaid him not, but consented unto him rejoicing? And he that was offered was ready, and he that offered was glad.10
In later Jewish commentaries on the story of Jephthah11 the emphasis is less on his daughter and more on the vow. This leads to a comparison with other In the later Midrash Tanhuma (Be-Hukkotai 5) we find a discussion about human sacrifice, indicating that the daughter was more familiar with scripture than her father and also that she was less positive about what was going to happen than suggested in Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum:
As Jephthah was making ready to offer up his daughter, she wept before him and pleaded, 'My father, my father, I came out to meet you full of joy, and now you are about to slaughter me. Is it written in the Torah that Israel should offer the lives of their children upon the altar?' Jephthah replied, 'My daughter, I made a vow.' She answered, 'But Jacob our father vowed, "Of all that Thou shalt give me I will surely give the tenth unto Thee" [Gen 28:22] . Then, when the Holy One gave him twelve sons, did he perchance offer one of them on an altar to the Holy One? Moreover, Hannah also vowed, "I will give him unto the Lord all the days of his life" [1Sam 1:11]-did she perchance offer her son [on an altar] to the Lord?' Though she said all these things to him, Jephthah did not heed her, but he went up to the altar and slaughtered her before the Holy One. At that moment, the Holy Spirit cried out in anguish: 'Have I ever asked you to offer living souls to Me? I commanded not, nor spoke it, neither came it into My mind' [Jer. 19:5] . 13 It can be concluded that in rabbinic exegesis the first association when reading the story of Jephthah's daughter was not with Genesis 22. This has to do with the questions that come up when reading Judges 11. Apparently, for the rabbis these were theological in the first place: what is a proper vow? And: does God command human sacrifice? In what follows I will suggest connecting another biblical text to the story of Jephthah's daughter. It is based on another question that comes up when reading this text: who is a good leader in Israel? 
The Story of Jephthah within the Book of Judges
When it comes to intertextuality, the book of Judges is one of the most interesting in Tanakh. It is known for its fixed schemes and returning themes. This constantly invites the reader to compare the different stories with each other, to get a clear picture of what is specific in each story and how it is related to the other stories within its present context. As with most of the stories of the individual judges, the story of Jephthah is introduced by the observation that Israel sinned against yhwh, who then becomes angry and delivers Israel into the hands of an enemy:
Then the children of Israel again did evil in the sight of yhwh, and served the Baals and the Ashtoreths, the gods of Syria, the gods of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the people of Ammon, and the gods of the Philistines; and they forsook yhwh and did not serve Him. So the anger of yhwh was hot against Israel; and He sold them into the hands of the Philistines and into the hands of the people of Ammon.
Judg 10:6-7
The first line, with the use of the verb ‫י‬ ‫ס‬ ‫ף‬ , 'to continue' , was also found in the introduction to the stories of Ehud (3:12) and of Deborah and Barak (4:1) and will return in the introduction to the story of Samson (13:1). Compared to these texts, the introduction in chapter 10 is more elaborate. No fewer than seven groups of idols are mentioned, whereas in the other introductions usually only Baals and Asherahs/Asthtorets are mentioned or no specific names are given. Next to the Baals and the Ashtoreths there is now also reference to the gods of Aram, Sidon, Moab, Ammon, and of the Philistines, that is the gods of the peoples mentioned in the book of Judges as the enemies of Israel. We do not find such specific references to national deities in the rest of the book. Only in 6:10 there is mention of the 'gods of the Amorites, in whose land you live' . So here, in the introduction to the story of Jephthah, Israel's broad apostasy is emphasized.
According to 10:7, yhwh then 'sells' Israel into the hands of the Philistines and Ammonites. This not only refers to the following story of Jephthah, but also to that of Samson. Jephthah fought only the Ammonites. It was left to Samson to take up liberation from the Philistines. It is interesting to note that it is said of both Jephthah and Samson that they made a beginning to this struggle (using the verb ‫ח‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ל‬ hif, 'to begin' , in 10:18 and 13:5). This points forward to the fact that for the final victory over these peoples Israel would have to wait for king David.
The distress caused by the Ammonites is considerable:
From that year they harassed and oppressed the Israelites for eighteen years, all the Israelites who were on the other side of the Jordan in the land of the Amorites, in Gilead. Moreover the people of Ammon crossed over the Jordan to fight against Judah also, against Benjamin, and against the house of Ephraim, so that Israel was severely distressed.
Judg 10:8-9
The first line contains a wordplay:
, 'they harassed and oppressed' , which is taken up at the end of the next verse:
‫ר‬ , '(Israel) was (severely) distressed' . This is more than usual in the description of foreign oppression. In respect of duration it was not extraordinary: the oppression lasted just as long as in the period of the Moabite oppression before Ehud, 18 years (3:14), and not as long as the period of the Canaanite oppression before Deborah, 20 years (4:3). However, in terms of geography it was more extensive, as it was not restricted to the area of one tribe, but included the territory of Gilead at the east side of the river Jordan and that of Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim on the west side. Never before in the period of the judges had the occupation been so extensive.
After the customary crying out by Israel to yhwh, one would expect the usual continuation within the book of Judges: the customary positive reaction of God sending a deliverer, just as He had done before with Otniel (3:9) and Ehud (3:15). As in the story of Gideon, the introduction to the story of Jephthah also has the crying out to yhwh followed by an intermezzo. In Gideon's story (6:7-10) it was stated that after Israel cried to yhwh he sent them a prophet reminding the Israelites of what yhwh had done for his people and that He also had asked them not to worship other gods. The prophet repeats what was said by the messenger of yhwh at the beginning of the book (2:1-4). Compared to these related intermezzos in chapters 2 and 6, it is striking that in the introduction to Jephthah's story, no intermediary, either a prophet or a heavenly messenger, is mentioned. It is yhwh himself who reacts with an objection: yhwh said to the Israelites: 'Did I not deliver you from the Egyptians and from the Amorites and from the people of Ammon and from the Philistines? Also the Sidonians and Amalekites and Maonites oppressed you; and you cried out to me, and I delivered you from their hand. Yet you have forsaken me and served other gods. Therefore I will deliver you no more. Go and cry out to the gods which you have chosen; let them deliver you in your time of distress.' 10:11-14 spronk Then the Israelites repent, admit their sins and put away the other gods. yhwh's reaction is remarkable: 'His soul was grieved for the misery of Israel' (10:16). The same expression (
) is used in 16:16 describing Samson's reaction to Delilah pressing him daily, urging him to reveal the secret of his strength. So after the extreme punishment by God of the people we also hear of an extreme reaction by God giving in to Israel's more than usual acts of repentance.
The transition to Jephthah as the liberator sent by yhwh also differs from the way the previous judges were introduced. He is not 'raised up' by yhwh like Otniel or Ehud, or called by yhwh like Barak via Deborah or like Gideon via the messenger of yhwh. The closest parallel within the book of Judges is with the beginning of the book. After the death of Joshua, the Israelites asked yhwh: 'who shall go up first to fight against the Canaanites?' (1:1). According to 10:18 the leaders of Gilead ask: 'Who is the man who will begin the fight against the people of Ammon?' When it comes to the answer, there is a clear difference with the question at the beginning. It is explicitly stated that the leaders are asking 'one another' , not yhwh. In fact, yhwh is remarkably silent now, especially when we take into account that he himself addressed the people shortly before, speaking of his works in the past. yhwh is not involved in appointing Jephthah. Only after the negotiations between Jephthah and the leaders is yhwh mentioned again in the story. He does not have an active role here, however. The leaders (who are now referred to as the elders) swear an oath in the name of yhwh and also Jephthah 'speaks his words before yhwh' (11:11).
The fact that he is not explicitly appointed as a liberator of Israel by yhwh is something that Jephthah has in common with the so-called minor judges. The information about Tola (10:1-2), Jair (10:3-5), preceding the story of Jephthah, and of Ibsan (12:8-10), Elon (12:11-12), and Abdon (12:13-15), following it, is built up in the same way: after the previous judge stood up, or judged, the new judge; he was from a certain tribe; sometimes his father is mentioned; he judged Israel for a number of years, died and was buried in a specific place. Next to the fact that also here a reference to yhwh is missing, one notes that precisely the same kind of information is given about Jephthah at the end of his story: 'And Jephthah judged Israel six years. Then Jephthah the Gileadite died and was buried in the cities of Gilead' (12:7). The only extra information given about the minor judges concerns their offspring, which is numerous. Jair had thirty sons, Ibson had thirty sons and thirty daughters, Abdon had forty sons and thirty grandsons. Of the other judges, information about any offspring is only given about Gideon. Just as with the minor judges, it is mentioned before the report of his death: he had seventy sons who were his own offspring and a son, whose name he called Abimelech (8:30) . The contrast with Jephthah having only one daughter is obvious. It is emphasized within the story of Jephthah himself when it is explicitly remarked that 'besides her he had neither son nor daughter' (11:34) and that 'she had known no man' (11:39), leaving Jephthah with no offspring at all. One may note here the same tendency as was observed in the introduction to his story: compared to the other stories about the judges things are taken to the extreme.
There is one other element which captures the attention of the reader when comparing the description of the other judges with the information given about Jephthah. This concerns his origin. For most judges only the name of the father is given. Before the story of the birth of Samson no mothers are mentioned. Jephthah is an exception. The first thing we hear about his birth is that he was the son of a prostitute (
, 11:1). This is emphasized by the fact that she is even mentioned before his father Gilead. The other exception is the mother of Abimelech, who was Gideon's concubine ( 8:31) . This brings us to a next step in relating the story of Jephthah to its present context: the parallels with the preceding stories of Gideon and Abimelech.
Jephthah and His Daughter Compared to Gideon and Abimelech
At the end of the stories about Jephthah we hear of his problems with the Ephraimites. They blame him for not having called them up for the fight against the Ammonites (12:1). Precisely the same happened earlier when the Ephraimites appeared to be angry with Gideon, because he had not called them to fight against the Midianites (8:1). The outcome of these arguments is very different. Whereas Gideon solved the problem diplomatically, the quarrel with Jephthah ends in a civil war with the Gileadites killing thousands of the Ephraimites. Gideon clearly did a better job as a leader of Israel as a whole. There are more indications that the reader is invited to compare Jephthah to Gideon. In 11:1 Jephthah is introduced as 'a mighty man of valour' (
It is precisely the same, unexpected expression which is used by the messenger of yhwh when he addresses Gideon in 6:12. They are also both endowed with the spirit of yhwh (6:34; 11:29). They share this privilege with Otniel (3:10) and Samson (13:25) , but more than them Gideon and Jephthah interact with yhwh. And here again one can note a remarkable difference. In the stories of Gideon, the initiative comes from yhwh most of the time. He calls up Gideon to liberate his people, encourages him with miracles and dreams, and instructs him in his military operations. In the story of Jephthah it is the other way spronk around. Jephthah starts the negotiations with yhwh, just as he did with the king of Ammon.
In fact, Jephthah speaks of yhwh relatively often. In both the negotiations with the elders of Israel and with the king of Ammon, Jephthah pays due respect to yhwh. When Jephthah is made 'head and commander' over Israel, he also 'speaks his words before yhwh ' (11:11) . When he tries to persuade the king of Ammon to give up his claims to the contested region, he calls upon yhwh as judge (11:27) . Jephthah shares with the king of Ammon (and with the reader) his clear theological insight: the real judge is yhwh. Jephthah gives the honour of the victory over the Ammonites to yhwh (12:3). yhwh, however, does not speak to Jephthah as he did to Gideon.
Jephthah can also be compared to Abimelech in a number of ways. We already came across the parallel with regard to their birth. Their mothers are mentioned, but only to indicate that they were of lower rank: a concubine and a prostitute. Both Abimelech and Jephthah had to deal with the fact that their father also had normal offspring, which caused problems especially-as is usual in these situations-with regard to the inheritance. Abimelech solved the problem radically, emphasizing the difference with his brothers and then killing them (9:1-5). Initially, Jephthah was less successful than Abimelech and was forced to migrate to another country (11:2-3), but in the end he also made it to the top, becoming the leader of Israel. Before that, he had proven his qualities as the leader of a group of 'worthless' men, apparently men without scruples who knew how to fight. The words used here,
, are also used to indicate the men hired by Abimelech to support his coup (9:4). In the end, like Abimelech, Jephthah failed as a leader of Israel; they both became involved in a civil war.
Within this network of relations between the stories of Jephthah and the story of Gideon and Abimelech the story of Jephthah's daughter plays a role in pointing out the difference in the way Gideon and Jephthah seek security from yhwh. It is remarkable that with both of them it is not enough that they received the spirit of yhwh. In 6:34 it is said that the spirit of yhwh came upon Gideon. He then gathered a large army, but nevertheless asked God to perform miracles with a fleece of wool, to assure him that he would be with Gideon in battle (6:36-40). The same situation occurs in 11:29, which relates that the spirit of yhwh came upon Jephthah. Then follows a remark about the journey he makes. The text is not very clear here about the route he takes: 'he passed through Gilead and Manasseh, and passed through Mizpah of Gilead; and from Mizpah of Gilead he advanced toward the people of Ammon ' (11:29) . Mizpah was mentioned in 10:17 as the place where the Israelites had gathered facing the army of the Ammonites. So we may assume that on his trip Jephthah gathered extra men for this army. As with Gideon, he now wishes to have confirmation about the support by yhwh. Compared with Gideon he not only asks something of yhwh, but also offers him something in return.
It can be concluded that, coming from the stories about Gideon and Abimelek, the reader of the story of Jephthah will notice the differences in leadership.14 The best leader is the one who communicates best with yhwh. Within this framework there is a parallel between Gideon and Jephthah trying to obtain a guarantee from yhwh before going into battle. Whereas Gideon gets his confirmation from yhwh himself, even more than once, Jephthah's attempt is characterized by miscommunication.
Jephthah and His Daughter Compared to Saul and His Son
Within its canonical context the story of Jephthah can be related to both the previous and the following stories, especially to the stories about Saul. The fact that Abimelech does not receive the spirit of yhwh, like Gideon and Jephthah, but instead receives an evil spirit from God (9:23), is reminiscent of what happened to Saul (1Sam 16:14) . The difference is that Saul had first received the spirit of yhwh and that this had abandoned him leaving room for the evil spirit. Therefore, in the stories about Saul we see parallels to both the good leadership of Gideon based on the good relationship with yhwh and to the bad leadership of Abimelech, who ruled without ever asking yhwh for advice or help. Saul shares with Gideon the fact that he is called to his office by yhwh and he shares with Abimelech the bitter ending of his office, being killed without honour. Abimelech is killed by a woman, Saul by himself avoiding the dishonouring death by an uncircumcised Philistine. They both try to prevent this shameful death by asking the armour-bearer to deliver the final blow (Judg 9:54; 1Sam 31:4) . Taking a further look at the parallels with the story of Saul, it is interesting to note that Jephthah's rise to the leadership of Israel started with the question 'who will make a beginning with the fight against the Ammonites?' (10:18), indicating that the definitive victory would be gained later by Saul and David (1 Sam 11; 14:47 for Saul; 2Sam 10 for David). Besides, 1 Samuel 18:7 tells us how Saul and David return from their victory over the Philistines and are greeted by the women coming out of the city to meet them with dances and timbrels.
14 Cf. Elie Assis, Self-Interest or Communal Interest: An Ideology of Leadership in the Gideon, Abimelech, and Jephthah Narratives ( Judg 6-12) (vts 106, Leiden: Brill, 2005) .
Precisely the same situation is pictured in Judges 11:34, on Jephthah's return from battle. The only other place in the Tanakh where we find the combination of these words for dances and timbrels is in Exodus 15:20, describing Miriam and the women of Israel rejoicing about the victory over the Egyptians.
Within the stories of Saul we also come across a very interesting parallel to the story of Jephthah and his daughter. It is the narrative of Saul who is ready to kill his son Jonathan, who had broken an oath imposed by his father on his army to secure victory over the Philistines (1Sam 14).15 In contrast with the story of the binding of Isaac, the stories of Jephthah and Saul have in common that here the initiative does not come from God, but from the fathers themselves. The life threatening situation is caused by the fathers' pious actions. Whereas Jephthah had made a vow, Saul had sworn an oath: 'Cursed is the man who eats any food until evening, before I have taken vengeance on my enemies ' (1Sam 14:24) . It is in the same situation before the battle. Jonathan is said to be unaware of this curse. Nevertheless, he is prepared to bear the consequences after he had unknowingly violated the command by eating honey. Just like Jephthah's daughter, he explicitly states that he is prepared to die (1 Sam 14:34). Unlike Jephthah there is no hesitation whatsoever with Saul that his son must be killed (v. 35 , 'You really trouble me' (Judg 11:35) . Although Jonathan is obedient to his father, he also criticized him, even if not to his face.
The comparison with the story of Jephthah and his daughter evokes some questions, which cannot be answered from the given text. Did she know about her father's vow or was she unaware of it, like Jonathan? We know of her reaction face to face with her father. What would she have said about her father's vow in his absence, for instance, in the two months spent with her friends before returning to him again? And where were the people in the story of Jephthah? Why was there no one to stop him troubling his people with this foolish action?
Conclusions
It can be concluded that when looking at the story of Jephthah within its present context, the reader is invited through the repetition of specific words, phrases and themes to compare this story with the stories of Gideon and Abimelech. It then becomes clear that with regard to leadership, Gideon did a better job than Jephthah, who has more in common with Abimelech. The quality of their leadership depends on the relation to yhwh. In Gideon's case this is very close, with Jephthah there is more distance, with Abimelech there is no relationship with yhwh at all. In the book of Judges there is much that points ahead towards the future kings Saul and David. Jephthah's vow, which costs him his daughter, has a parallel in Saul's oath, which almost costs Jonathan his life. The most striking feature here is that whereas Jonathan rightly blames his father for his seemingly devout but in reality inappropriate action, this element is missing in the story of Jephthah's daughter. On the contrary, the words used by Jonathan against his father are spoken by Jephthah to his daughter. One could say that within the present canonical context, Jonathan's words can be seen as a correction to Jephthah unjustifiably blaming the victim. This is only one of many connections between the book of Judges and the stories in the books of Samuel and Kings. It indicates that the book of Judges was written with the stories of the later kings in mind. Within this framework the story of Jephthah and his daughter can be read as a call for a better leader: one who does not put the life of his child at stake on dubious grounds. One could even read it as the call for the people to correct a foolish leader.
